School Counselor Use of Narrative Therapy to Support Students of
Color Transitioning from an Alternative School Setting W ith increasing diversity over the last several decades, social constructionist approaches such as narrative therapy have been instrumental in addressing various populations' unique needs (Combs & Freedman, 2012; Murdock, Duan, & Nilsson, 2012; Semmler & Williams, 2000) . For instance, narrative therapy has been found to be beneficial when working with populations experiencing life changes ranging from school transitions (Lewis, 1990) to oppression and marginalization (Combs & Freedman, 2012) . More recently researchers have applied narrative concepts with children and adolescents to revise personal narratives about difficult school experiences (Eppler, Olsen, & Hidano, 2009; Nafzinger & DeKruyf, 2013; Thomas & Gibbons, 2009) .
The application of narrative therapy has substantial implications for school counselors and school personnel who provide support to students transitioning from alternative settings back into traditional school environments. School counselors and school personnel have used various frameworks to assist transitioning students (e.g., mentoring, student monitoring, case management, family outreach, schoolbased curricular reforms, the Check and Connect program) (Scheel, Madabhushi, & Backhaus, 2009; Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009 ). However, they have failed to consider how the student may view him or herself or how others may treat the student upon returning to a traditional school setting. These programs also fail to deal with the psychological stressors that students may face during the transition due to stigma and marginalization. In addition, there is limited information related to the efficacy of these current approaches, as many students who transition from an alternative setting will eventually return to that alternative setting or drop out (Knesting, 2008) . A collaborative narrative approach would allow school counselors to use an empirically sound counseling framework to address the psychological stress associated with the transition as well as assist students in creating a new narrative through peer connections, parent involvement, and teacher support, which can enhance students' successes (Stewart, 2007) .
Narrative therapy also allows students of color to transform hindering narratives into personal stories that empower, encourage productivity and counter oppression (Combs & Freedman, 2012; Hartman, Little, & Ungar, 2008; Murdock et al., 2012) . In this regard, school counselors can use narrative therapy to help students of color identify their narratives of defeat and oppression, highlight alternative behaviors within their stories and reduce the limiting effects of previous actions (Biever, McKenzie, Wales-North, & Gonzalez, 1995; Combs & Freedman, 2012) . This social justice orientation of narrative therapy suggests it is an ideal approach for students of color transitioning from alternative programs and experiencing marginalization (Combs & Freedman, 2012) .
The purpose of this article is to describe how school counselors can use narrative therapy to help students of color successfully transition from alternative school placements back into the local school or traditional school setting. Further, the article will address challenges current school counselors experience when supporting transitioning students. In the next sections, the authors will provide an overview of alternative school and transitions background literature, discuss the foundations of narrative therapy, and use a case illustration to examine narrative therapy as a collaborative application approach for a student of color transitioning from an alternative school setting.
ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS
Students started attending schools in alternative settings during the 1950s when traditional school settings did not meet the educational needs of particular students (Caroleo, 2014; Turton, Umbreit, & Mathur, 2011) . Alternative schools are school district or state governed entities typically designed to support underperforming students and those with learning disabilities and emotional or behavioral issues, as well as those who exhibit a high risk of dropping out of school or need individualized instruction (Porowski, O'Conner, & Luo, 2014; Witty, 2009) . In contrast, traditional school settings are school-district governed public institutions, where the student's grade level and where he or she resides in the school district dictate placement (Turton et al., 2011) . Data from the National Center for Education Statistics indicate that 64% of U.S. school districts have at least one alternative school or program for students who are unable to remain in traditional school settings (Carver, Lewis, & Tice, 2010) . In the U.S., alternative programs serve 645,500 students in grades 9 through 12 (Carver et al., 2010) , with school districts primarily comprised of students of color equaling more than a third of the total number of students in alternative settings (Carver et al., 2010) .
While alternative schools can decrease student dropout rates, encourage diverse approaches to teaching and learning, and prepare students for college (Hoye & Sturgis, 2005; Lagana-Riordan et al., 2011) , many students will transition back to a traditional educational environment. In this regard, most (63%) U.S. school districts have policies that allow students to return and re-enroll in a traditional or zoned school based on students' demonstrated improved behavior, motivation to return, evidence of improved grades, and the approval of both alternative school and zoned school staff (Carver et al., 2010) . As a result, 68% of students placed in alternative settings return to a traditional school setting (Carver et al., 2010) .
Transition support services are imperative as many students in alternative programs experience significant social justice challenges, such as discrimination and stereotyping (McNulty & Roseboro, 2009; Phillips, 2013) , social difficulties (e.g., developing friendships, engaging in extracurricular activities, and adjusting to the social climate), as well as academic and personal adjustment concerns (Eggleston & Lanaan, 2001; Neild, StonerEby, & Furstenberg, 2008) in their alternative school. Additionally, students who experience marginalization due to race or ethnicity are typically less successful than their peers in alternative settings (McNulty & Roseboro, 2009; Phillips, 2013) .
TRANSITIONS
Students moving from alternative settings back into schools experience hardships related to this transition process. West, Sweeting, and Young (2010) noted that students impacted by younger age, lower socio-economic status, lower ability levels, lower self-image issues, and more problematic behaviors (e.g., arduous peer relationships, challenging transitions to the secondary school setting) are more susceptible to difficult transition periods. In this regard, students transitioning from alternative settings demonstrate many of these behaviors or characteristics (Benner & Graham, 2009 ). Specifically, transitioning to a traditional high school from an alternative program for many adolescents is difficult, due in part to the move from a personalized smaller educational environment, typical of the alternative setting, to a more complex school setting (Berger & Malaney, 2003; Eggleston & Lanaan, 2001 ). Additionally, transitioning students experience higher levels of stress and anxiety due to the lack of continuity and new environmental demands (Benner & Graham, 2009; Dacey & Travers, 1991) . School transition can also be more stressful for African American and Latino students when they reenter traditional schools where fewer peer members of the same ethnicity are present (Benner & Graham, 2009 ). The new traditional settings often lead to feelings isolation, anger, and marginalization for students of color (Lagana-Riordan et al., 2011) . Implementing a collaborative narrative therapy approach can afford school counselors the opportunity to address the needs of students of color who experience difficulties with the transition process.
NARRATIVE THERAPY
Counselors using narrative therapy contend that reality is subjective and view problems as socially and culturally constructed (Combs & Freedman, 2012; Semmler & Williams, 2000) . In addition, the hallmark of narrative therapy is personal storytelling that allows individuals to revise oppressive narratives from the past to new empowering narratives. Consequently, counselors using narrative therapy work collaboratively with students to empower them to explore their life through the stories they tell. The storytelling process creates an opportunity for counselors to help students re-tell or reauthor their stories so that versions marked by problems can become new and reflect the students' strengths used to overcome the problems (Murdock et al., 2012) .
The process of identifying problems as separate from people is narrative therapy's most notable theoretical construct (Combs & Freedman, 2012) . With its deconstruction of dominant cultural messages and a focus on personal power inherent in the creation of the student's new story, narrative therapy is a social justice practice (Combs & Freedman, 2012) . Consequently, narrative therapy helps students confront issues of inequity while also supporting students as they seek more equitable and empowering personal narratives. In this regard, counselors effectively use narrative therapy with diverse populations navigating various social justice and diversity issues (Gwozdziewycz & MehlMadrona, 2013; Santos, Goncalves, Matos, & Salvatore, 2009 ). Listed below is an overview of the narrative therapy process.
NARRATIVE THERAPY PROCESS
Be collaborative. The relationship between counselor and student is a significant narrative therapeutic aspect. The counselor must adopt a collaborative position that allows the student to be the expert in his or her own story (White, 1994) . The counselor displays collaboration by favoring listening over questioning and demonstrating openness and acceptance of the student's intentions and values.
Externalize the problem. One primary assumption of narrative therapy is that the problem is the issue, not the person. Consequently, the counselor helps the student see him or herself as separate and distinct from the problem by using questions that emphasize how the problem has influenced life and relational experiences (e.g., Are you happy with what anger is doing to your relationships? How did transitioning come to oppress you?) (White, 1995) . As a result, of this dialogue, the student can create a locus of control and internal agency regarding his or her life, thus presenting the opportunity to interrupt the current dominant problem-saturated story.
In the externalization process, the counselor and student examine the problem's influence on the student (White & Epston, 1990) . The externalization process helps the student identify how his/her family supports the problem. Through this process, the student can see him or herself as an author of the story, not a mere bystander or coauthor (Madigan, 2004) . As counseling continues, the student may see instances when the oppressive power's influence was not as great and identify unique outcomes.
Identify exceptions and unique outcomes. In order to develop a sense of internal agency and control, students must identify the times they felt empowered. At this stage, the counselor encourages the student to identify actions, motivations, and beliefs that were present during times of empowerment, which contradict the current personal life narrative and provide a different and unique outcome (e.g., Can you discuss a time when this problem did not oppress you?) (White, 1995) . The student develops new meanings about himself/herself and subsequently creates a new narrative. It is critical that the counselor helps the student understand how a new narrative could change his/her personal and relational interactions.
Thicken story using consciousness questions. The "thickening" process allows the student to elucidate his/her story as viewed by both the student and others. This thickening enables the counselor to understand the student's value and belief systems, intentions, expectations, and motivations (White, 1994) . The counselor asks the student to explain what meaning he/she gives to the identified event. The counselor can use information obtained from the thickening process to help the student examine how the meaning given to these events affected his/her past relationships (White & Epston, 1990) .
Link past to develop an alternative narrative. By linking the stories from the past to a new alternative-preferred narrative, the counselor illuminates the overlooked personal narrative, hidden by the dominant discourse. The ignored aspects of the personal narrative serve as a point of origination for creating and/ or enhancing a new personal narrative (Hall, McLean, & White, 1994) . As the student moves forward from the past and toward the person he or she wants to be, the counselor will examine this preferred new narrative with the student.
Invite witnesses to experience the new narrative. The student is more likely to continue to live this new preferred narrative when witnesses in the community can see and validate the new narrative (White, 1995) . Individuals in the student's community can guard against regression and coach the student toward realizing the new narrative. The community members can also support the student as he/she faces challenges created by the new narrative. Document gains. Using letters to solidify gains has a significant impact on the student and is one key narrative therapy technique. Students can write letters to reinforce the learning from therapy. In addition, in the letters, students may also describe the external nature of a specific problem and the influence on the student the problem presented. Finally, letters allow students to identify difficulties and struggles caused by the problem (McKenzie & Monk, 1997) .
NARRATIVE THERAPY IN SCHOOLS
School counselors can use a narrative approach effectively during individual and group counseling or classroom guidance interventions regarding academic achievement, mental health concerns, and personal/social skills development (Nafziger & DeKruyf, 2013) . Time constraints affect the work of school counselors, making the narrative approach especially effective because a school counselor and a student can collaboratively work to re-author the student's story in as few as three sessions (Thomas & Gibbons, 2009) . Notably, narrative counseling techniques may include the use of puppets to help understand the process and externalize problems (Butler, Guterman, & Rudes, 2009) , suggesting the approach can be very effective with elementary school children (Eppler et al., 2009 ) while also offering a potentially successful adolescent counseling approach (Biever et al., 1995; Larsen & Larsen, 2004; Thomas & Gibbons, 2009 ). For example, structured approaches based on narrative therapy have been effective with adolescents through programs such as the Structured-Relationship Model for Fostering Resiliency (Lewis, 1992) , the Making Life Choices Program (Ferrer-Wreder et al., 2002) , and the Phoenix Youth Program (Hartman et al., 2008) .
CASE ILLUSTRATION
The sample case is of a student who had trouble because of his placement in an alternative setting and his subsequent transition back into a traditional school setting: 
NARRATIVE THERAPY STRATEGIES WITH THE STUDENT Session one (story and naming).
A school counselor employing narrative therapy would focus on hearing Derrick's story during the first session. Counselors engaging in narrative therapy listen more than question using caring, non-judgmental active listening skills (Ivey, D'Andrea, Ivey, & Simek-Morgan, 2007; Madigan, 2011) . Listening in this way would allow Derrick to be the story's "expert" (Madigan, 2011) . The school counselor would attentively attend to Derrick's described experiences before, during, and after the alternative school experience. The counselor would focus on the themes permeating Derrick's "problem-saturated" story. The school counselor would also note any narrative-implied strengths or resources.
The school counselor would then help Derrick define or name the problem. The school counselor could ask Derrick an openended question such as "What do you think the problem is?" (Lambie & Milsom, 2010) and allow Derrick to identify the difficulty influencing his life. Together Derrick and the school counselor would name the problem, thus beginning the process of separating Derrick from the problem and identifying the problem as connected to "Unhelpful Habits" (Madigan, 2011) .
Session two (externalizing the problem). During Derrick's second narrative therapy session, the school counselor would help Derrick externalize the problem to allow him to realize a distinct separation between the "Unhelpful Habits" and himself. One therapeutic step in visualizing the "problem" from the "person" could include creating a symbol representing the "Unhelpful Habits." Derrick could, using any medium at the school counselor's disposal, create a picture or object, and Derrick could add elements to the symbol throughout the session or at the conclusion as a summary of the session.
A key strategy in externalizing the problem would be questioning (Madigan, 2011; White, 1995) . The school counselor would ask questions that allow Derrick to consider how "Unhelpful Habits" affect his life, such as "Derrick, how long have the Unhelpful Habits been around you?", "Can you describe ways you were persuaded into using these Unhelpful Habits?", "What did you gain because of these Unhelpful Habits?", "How do the Unhelpful Habits influence your relationships with your teachers…other students?", or "What pain have the Unhelpful Habits caused?" These questions would help Derrick examine the problem as something completely separate from himself.
Session three (exceptions and unique outcomes and thickening). Once Derrick sees the problem as separate from himself, the school counselor would focus on past behaviors that challenge Derrick's "Unhelpful Habits" narrative. During session three, the school counselor would ask Derrick questions such as "Can you describe a time when you overcame the Unhelpful Habits?" and "What helped you take this step?" The school counselor would further process Derrick's unique outcomes by asking questions that allow him to "thicken" or more fully detail the occurrence. The school counselor would ask questions such as "Who or what helped you take this step?" or "When did you realize your step resulted in a different experience?" (White, 1994) . The school counselor would note the "Helpful Habits" Derrick used to bring about the unique outcome to challenge the "Unhelpful Habits" narrative. The school counselor might ask, "I wonder what Helpful Habits you used to come into the office today?" and "What aided you in using those Helpful Habits?"
Throughout the counselor-student dialogue, the school counselor would write down the "Helpful Habits" (Madigan, 2011) . To help Derrick remain aware of his "Helpful Habits" narrative, the school counselor may instruct Derrick to record each instance he used the habits prior to the next session.
Session four (unique accounts and reauthoring). At the start of session four, the school counselor would ask Derrick to share his "Helpful Habits" list and identify instances during the previous week when his behavior matched his "Helpful Habits" narrative. Derrick could, for example, cite examples such as saying hello to another student, speaking politely to his teacher, or describe positive classroom behaviors. The school counselor would draw attention to the discrepancies between Derrick's "Helpful" and "Unhelpful" stories; focus specifically on Derrick's successes by asking questions such as "How were you able to get through the school day without Unhelpful Habits disturbing you?" and "How did you keep the Unhelpful Habits from pushing you around?" (Madigan, 2011; White & Epston, 1990) .
While listening to Derrick's story of "Helpful Habits" the school counselor would emphasize the Narrative Therapy re-authoring process. The school counselor would ask "What does this tell you about yourself?" or "Do you see these Helpful Habits as good or bad for you…How?" and "Can you see yourself continuing these habits over the next few days/weeks/months?" (Madigan, 2011; Madigan & Epston, 1995) .
As Derrick provides hopeful responses, the school counselor would pose unique circulation questions to develop a new story and help Derrick consider other individuals who can support the new narrative. The school counselor should use questions such as "Who would be least surprised that you are using these Helpful Habits?" or "Who may have first noticed you using your Helpful Habits?" These questions would highlight the positive individuals already supporting Derrick (Madigan, 2011) .
The final portion of the fourth session would require Derrick to both create a lifeline for the upcoming month and create a plan for sharing his "new" story. The lifeline would help Derrick visualize the steps needed during the upcoming weeks to continue fulfilling his new narrative. Once the lifeline is complete, the school counselor would ask Derrick if he would share his lifeline with significant individuals such as his mother or others mentioned in response to the unique circulation questions. The school counselor would invite those individuals to the final session as witnesses to Derrick's new story.
Session five (witness a new story). The final session would provide Derrick with an opportunity to share his new story with witnesses. Derrick would specifically identify individuals including his mother, supportive teachers, or community members who know him well. Witnesses could also include clergy members or other friends or family identified by Derrick. Witnesses can share their positive feelings about Derrick and offer him encouragement. Before concluding the session, the group would discuss strategies to assist Derrick as he continues living his new story over the next month and beyond. The school counselor may begin this discussion with a question such as "Derrick, what support will you need from us as you use Helpful Habits?" (Madigan, 2011) . This question would likely generate ideas from Derrick and his witnesses.
COLLABORATING WITH OTHER STAKEHOLDERS USING NARRATIVE THERAPY
Familial and school factors can influence students' transition from alternative settings (Frey, Ruchkin, Martin, & Schwab-Stone, 2009 ). Adolescents who were connected to the school (e.g., participated in clubs, organizations, sports), received teacher support, parental control (e.g., parents maintained discipline and provided boundaries), and limited exposure to violence had more positive outcomes when transitioning (Frey et al., 2009 ). Consequently, including parents and teachers in the narrative process would be essential for Derrick to revise his disempowering narrative.
Strategies with parents. One way to continue supporting Derrick during and after the transitional period would be to use narrative therapy to assist his parent. The school counselor would listen to his mother's account of the events that led Derrick to attend alternative school and raise questions about possible oppression and disempowerment. The school counselor may explore multiple facets of identity such as race, socioeconomic status, language acquisition, or health conditions. Madigan (2011) recommended posing questions such as "Do you think race had something to do with how Derrick was treated?" or "How does it feel to have your son exposed to an education system where he might get treated differently because of the color of his skin?" The school counselor should demonstrate empathy by ensuring that the counselor believes the mother's story, understands that she went through a difficult experience, and has support moving forward.
The school counselor also can ask Derrick's mother to identify school-based actions that would help both Derrick and her feel the school community supports them. In addition, the school counselor can solicit feedback from Derrick's mother regarding community members who know Derrick's reputation as a kind, hardworking student. The school counselor would further aid Derrick's family by writing letters to school teachers and administrators detailing the oppression issues revealed through Derrick's and his mother's stories. The school counselor could personally encourage school leaders to change any lingering negative perceptions they may have of Derrick (Madigan, 2011; White & Epston, 1990) .
In addition, the school counselor could ask community members identified by Derrick and his mother to write letters of support to Derrick. Letters from community members would be encouraging and detail thoughts and feelings about the contributions Derrick made to the community, ways Derrick could continue improving his behavior, and ways they envision their relationship with Derrick in the future (Madigan, 2011; Madigan & Epston, 1995) .
Strategies with teachers. One way to assist Derrick during the transitional period would be with his teachers. The school counselor should use questions such as "Of all the teachers at school, who would be least surprised that you are using Helpful Habits?" The questions would highlight any teachers within Derrick's support network (Madigan, 2011; White & Epston, 1990) . If permitted, the school counselor could invite these teachers to witness Derrick's new story. The school counselor would educate these teachers about the narrative therapy and encourage them to consider how Derrick has positively influenced the school community. Once Derrick has shared his new story, teachers can suggest ways to aid Derrick at school.
As members of the school community, teachers can assist with sharing Derrick's new narrative to different groups in the school system. The school counselor would ask teachers how they would honor Derrick's new story. Teachers can integrate Derrick's new narrative into their classrooms by recognizing Derrick for "Helpful Habits" witnessed in school.
Teachers can write Derrick and his mother letters of support describing the positive ways Derrick contributes to the school community. By using their voices, teachers can circulate Derrick's "Helpful Habits" narrative to students, teachers and administrators.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND RESEARCH
Narrative therapy calls upon practitioners to examine current counseling practice and encourages them to consider using postmodern approaches that embrace inclusivity to address overlooked concerns for students of color. Narrative therapy provides school counselors with a detailed guide for moving beyond traditional models of counseling practice in order to assist populations, like students transitioning from alternative to traditional school settings, which would benefit from creating and living a new narrative. The integration of stakeholders like parents and teachers can also provide this student population an opportunity to receive support from witnesses engaged in the students' environment. The additional stakeholders can likewise take part in an aspect of the counseling process, which may help them to understand students and the school counselor's role. Furthermore, professional school counselors, who are often limited on time, would benefit from applying counseling approaches that solicit the support of parents and teachers.
Currently, limited conceptual literature exists on the school counselor's role with students transitioning from alternative settings to traditional schools. Research to examine these processes would expand the current literature and potentially develop best practices. Researchers need to explore the implementation of narrative therapy with this population to determine which students would most benefit from this counseling approach. Moreover, research studies related to collaborative narrative approaches that involve counseling allies would be useful. Studies that compare the collaborative approaches' outcomes to traditional counselor/student counseling interactions would serve to better understand the gaps in traditional models of counseling. Scholars can also examine how to incorporate School-Family-Community-Partnerships as a framework for alternative school transitions (Bryan & Henry, 2012) . Researchers should also investigate how this collaborative narrative approach could be crossed-walked with the Recognized American School Counseling Association Model Program (RAMP) process to enhance school counselors' ability to apply these standards and guidelines and meet the needs of transitioning students. Finally, scholars can explore how this collaborative approach may influence school counselors' multicultural and social justice competence and their ability to apply the national Multicultural/Social Justice and Advocacy Competencies (Ratts et al., 2015) .
LIMITATIONS
Although there are many benefits to using narrative therapy with students transitioning from alternative school placement back to a traditional school, there are limitations as well. First, for narrative therapy to be successful, students need to be self-reflective and willing to think of themselves in terms of their stories. Some students are naturally more reflective and articulate. If students resist, the process could end at session one. While narrative therapy can occur in as little as three sessions, following each of the steps outlined here would require more sessions. Coordinating the presence of witnesses from the community to hear the student's story could be complicated as could gathering letters written by community members. Finally, determining the effectiveness of the intervention could be a limitation as multiple factors contribute to the success or failure of students returning to the local school after alternative school placement. Despite its limitations, using narrative therapy with transitioning alternative school students holds great potential.
CONCLUSION
Students transitioning from alternative school settings and returning to their traditional school environment often have a difficult re-adjustment period. Without appropriate transition support, students may repeat the offending behavior that led to the alternative school placement. A school counselor using a narrative therapy approach can help students envision a new "story" and embrace a way of being while also combating the marginalization and oppression students may experience during transition. This approach also addresses the importance of parents' and teachers' roles in ensuring that students are successful in their transition. Finally, a narrative therapy approach also can help school counselors advocate for change since it assists students in finding their new stories, stories that may inspire other students experiencing issues with the transition process. ************************************* **************************************
